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Dams in Montana
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without late season irrigation water provided by the Ruby Reservoir, the Ruby valley would be a dry and arid place.

MONTANA’S MulTiplE uSE RESERVOiRS
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fREquENTly ASkED quESTiONS
ARE THERE MANy DAM  
fAiluRES iN MONTANA?
Yes, during flood events many 
small pond dams fail. however, 
often the only one aware of the 
failure is the dam owner. During 
the most recent flooding in 
counties along the Musselshell 
River, data suggests that over 50 
small stock pond dams failed. in 
general, the small pond dams do 
not contain much water and, as 
a result, when they fail little or no 
damage occurs.

There have been recent cases 
where larger dams have failed, 
primarily due to the deterioration 
of corrugated metal pipe outlets.  
none of these dams were 
classified as high hazard and 
there was no loss of life or 
significant property damage. 
The biggest problem with these 
failures was the loss of a season 

of irrigation water, which can be 
significant impact to the water 
users. There was one case where 
the dam failure flooded a railroad, 
which resulted in a temporary 
shutdown of a major railroad line 
and significant costs to the dam 
owner.

in 1964, several dams failed 
on the Rocky Mountain Front 
during a large rain on snow event 
causing loss of life.

wHy ARE THERE SO  
MANy DiffERENT  
REGulATORy AGENCiES?
Federal agencies are required  
to enforce federal laws for dams  
they own or are located on their 
property. Dams not subject to  
federal requirements fall under the 
regulatory authority of the state.

wHO iS RESpONSiBlE  
if A DAM fAilS?
state law is clear: the owner of the 
dam is responsible to maintain 
their dam in a safe condition, and 
should it fail, the dam owner may 
be held liable for damages.

in some cases, the land owner 
and the dam owner are different. 
Both share responsibility and 
should work together to make sure 
their dam poses an acceptable 
level of risk to the public. others 
who benefit from the water may 
also be held responsible. if you 
have an interest in a reservoir, 
you should make sure the dam is 
properly maintained. 

Regulatory agencies provide 
an important role in educating 
dam owners about their risks 
and ensuring inspections, 
maintenance and repairs are 
done in a timely manner.

Tongue River Dam
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